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The week of April 7 to 14, 2018, was the second annual interfaith week at the
University of Pennsylvania. Penn Buddhism Club was holding its first big panel
“Understanding Buddhist Perspectives”. It invited three panelists that represent
different Buddhism lineages: Theravada, Mahayana and Won Buddhism. The
panelists were Dharma Master Jin Jr, the assistant professor from Dharma Realm
Buddhist University; Dr. Justin McDaniel, the chair of the Religious Study
department at Penn; and Reverent Hojin Park, the chair of the Buddhist Studies at
Won Institute. The event welcomed about 35-40 people who gathered to hear the
shared wisdom of the panelists.

When introducing their tradition, all panelists stressed the importance of non-
attachment. While Dharma Master Jin Jr phrased it as “inner work,” Dr. McDaniel
directly mentioned the concept of non-attachment as the primary teaching of
Theravada tradition, giving a practical example: “meet others with fresh eyes.” Rev.
Hojin explained that the circle symbol in Won Buddhism is a symbol of inner
nature, completeness, and interconnectedness with other living beings.

As for the core teaching of their traditions, Dharma Master Jin Jr focused
on the six paramitas; Rev. Hojin stressed the importance of living a mindful and
grateful life. Dr. McDaniel mentioned the practice of Brahmavihara or the four
immeasurables, adding that in his tradition, instead of asking to which tradition
one belongs, people often inquire under which teacher one is learning.

Throughout the panel discussion, the panelists’ key points in their responses
to the questions diverge or overlap with one another from time to time, which
inspired the audience to view the questions from different angles. When asked if
you consider Buddhism to be a religion, philosophy, or both? Both Dharma Master
Jin Jr and Rev. Hojin answered with both, yet Dr. McDaniel proposed that it was
neither. He explained that the origins of these words are Greek (philosophy) and
Roman (religion), so they may fail to capture what Buddhism actually is. Buddhists
do not talk about Buddhism using either term. Instead, they talk about taking
refuge in the Dharma. Just like everyone has phones these days, we all in a way are
taking refuge in our phones to make decisions. It is a matter of what we turn to
first.

The panelists also had different perspectives when asked to talk about the
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common misconception about Buddhism that people have. Dharma
Master Jin Jr pointed out that the pursuit of spiritual experiences
is not the ultimate goal of Buddhism. She underscored that when
we learn about Buddhism, we are also “unlearning.” Rev. Hojin
explained how worshipping Buddha is an approach to cultivate our
mind, instead of just a form of ritual. Interestingly, the three panelists
all related to their characters when responding to the question “How
Buddhism has changed your lifestyle?” Dharma Master Jin Jr talked
about how reading Sutra made her realize that she was selfish; Rev.
Hojin mentioned learning Buddhism has given her more courage
and Dr. McDaniel disclosed that he was an angry, political, violent,
super-reactive, and externally driven person before practicing
Buddhism. As far as the writer is aware, a lot of the students are fond
of Dr. McDaniel and consider him as a good professor with a sense
of humor.

Lastly, to explain reincarnation, Rev. Hojin associated it with how
our body is changing every moment, as the cells renew themselves.
She further explained that reincarnation could be perceived as
happening at any moment, just like everything is impermanent in
this world and our habitual tendencies play a big role in this process.

During the Q&A session, students asked questions, such as what
liberation means, how to maintain an unattached state, what inner
practice a stressed student can do, the practice of vegetarianism in
Buddhism, how to seek refuge, and how to know whether Buddhism
is right for me. Dharma Master Jin Jr answered that liberation is to
be free from the limitations of the mind, which is bound by habits;
thus, we have to unbind and deconstruct our mind.

To the question of maintaining an unattached state and not be
affected by emotions, Rev. Hojin explained that emotion is a natural
state. When you are mindful, emotion has a less of an impact on
you; and as you practice more, naturally emotion will become less.
Dharma Master Jin Jr responded to the same question by giving a
two-dart analogy. She elaborated by saying, “when you feel pain,
process it, and let it go. That's (how you avoid ) the second dart.
It’s going to be a process. There’s no one way. The Middle Way is an
ongoing process.”

Overall, this panel discussion gave students a chance to expand
their knowledge of various Buddhist traditions within Buddhism, to
bring up their doubts, and clear up misconceptions. As Buddhism
continues to establish itself in the West, we hope that this kind of
dialogue among university students will serve as a stepping stone for
them to explore and discover the true meaning of life’s purpose, and
further motivate them to deepen their “inner work” of the mind, in
order to create a harmonious and peaceful space within and without,

in every society and in every land. #
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